SUMMARY Coryneform bacteria of the genus Brevibacterium occur on the normal skin surface, but reports of human infection with this genus are lacking. A number of cultures of coryneform bacteria sent to the National Collection of Type Cultures for identification have been identified as Brevibacterium spp on the basis of their cell wall composition and ability to produce methanethiol from L-methionine. We describe a rapid method for the detection of methane-thiol and confirmatory tests which differentiate Brevibacterium from morphologically similar genera.
Of 27 isolates of coryneform bacteria which were sent to the National Collection of Type Cultures for identification but which could not be identified by conventional tests, 13 conformed to the genus Brevibacterium in the rapid production of methanethiol from L-methionine and possessing the cell wall component meso-diaminopimelic acid but not arabinose. Two strains were of animal origin. One was a tissue culture contaminant and eight were from a variety of sites in the human body. These were compared with 11 reference cultures of Brevibacterium spp, eight Brevibacterium strains isolated from human skin,' 41 reference Corynebacterium spp, and seven other Gram positive bacteria.
The results show that on the basis of four tests, Brevibacterium isolates can be clearly differentiated from Corynebacterium spp, which may be encountered in clinical specimens.
Material and methods
Cultures were maintained in the freeze dried state and plated on to nutrient agar (Oxoid) as required. Bacterial strains and their sources are listed in Table   1 All strains designated Brevibacterium possessed meso-diaminopimelic acid and galactose but not arabinose in their cell walls. All strains described as Corynebacterium spp contained meso-diaminopimelic acid and arabinose.
Discussion
The genus Brevibacterium was previously considered incertae sedis6 but has now been amended to describe species with chemotaxonomic characters closely resembling B linens. Four species have been described which comply with the generic criteria: B linens (amended description) and B iodinum,' B casei, and B epidermidis.8 B linens and B iodinum grow poorly or not at all at 37°C. The former species exhibits a yellow to orange pigment particularly in the light, and the latter produces blue extracellular crystals of iodinum under suitable conditions. All four species of Brevibacterium are respiratory aerobes and do not ferment sugars. This, together with their coryneform morphology, may in the past have led to their misidentification as C bovis.9 Two strains, A37/73 and A40/71, were so described by Vale and Scott.'0 C bovis, however, is not proteolytic and does not produce methane-thiol from methionine.
Sharpe et al" studied the properties of methanethiol producing coryneform bacteria from cheese, milk, and human skin and found them to possess the Brevibacterium cell wall type. Although Brevibacterium spp have been reported as occurring on the human skin surface' and may produce antibiotics which affect the distribution of the normal flora, '2 Pitcher, Malnick group.bmj.com on July 7, 2017 -Published by http://jcp.bmj.com/ Downloaded from Isolates (see Table 1 We are grateful to Dr LR Hill for his advice.
